Bolivia has one of the highest incidence rates of tuberculosis (TB) in the Americas. An estimated 15,000 new cases are detected per year (1) which corresponds to an incidence rate of 112 cases per 100,000 population; 1,600 deaths are reported to occur annually due to TB (10). These figures as likely to be higher, because similar to many other developing countries, routine TB diagnosis in Bolivia is still primarily based on cultures or microscopic examination of specimens taken from individuals suspected of having TB. The drawback of this approach are that (i) neither culture or microscopy allow for differentiation of Mycobacterium species;
We used a published multiprimer system PCR (MS-PCR) protocol (4) to detect
Mycobacterium spp. in sputum samples of suspected TB patients attending a regional TB laboratory in Cochabamba, Bolivia. Tested PCR protocol was compared to routine culture and microscopy according to the guidelines of the Bolivian TB Control Program (2), i.e. cultures being grown on Lowenstein-Jensen medium at 37 o for 60 days and slides being processed with Ziehl-Nielssen stain, respectively. For MS-PCR, samples were decontaminated using the Petroff method (7) under UV light after electrophoresis on 1.5% agarose gels. To avoid cross-contamination, separate areas were used for DNA extraction, PCR sample preparation, and amplification; PCR-grade H2O was used throughout.
Between July and September 2004, of 284 patients attending the Regional TB Laboratory with suspected pulmonary TB, 63 patients satisfied the study inclusion criteria (i.e. non-salival sputum sample of patients >15 years of age, productive cough for three weeks prior to date of study inclusion). Because of logistical and technical constraints only 33
were randomly selected to participate in our study and had sputum samples taken for study purposes. Of tested study samples, 11/33 (33%), 7/33 (21%) and 11/33 (33%) tested positive For pulmonary TB, PCR has previously been shown to have a sensitivity between 77
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and 95% and specificity between 95% and 100% (3, 6, 8) , 
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